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At the time of the Newcastle Commission it is estimated that about one-third of
elementary school children were in private schools (860,000) while two-thirds were in
the voluntary schools of religious and nonprofit societies (1,675,000). Of the volun-
tary schools, only about one-third received any state aid (which had grown to
£663,000 by 1858) and 80 percent of these were Church of England schools. The
result was that the children of the working classes who went to school at all attended
for about four years, and 80 percent had dropped out by age eleven. This is what the
Newcastle Commission found to be on the whole satisfactory and to compare favor-
ably with other countries.
Within a decade, however, the Newcastle Commission was in principle partly
repudiated. Craft unions, cooperative societies, school leagues, reform associations,
and a great outpouring of group political agitation joined in a clamor for tax-
supported, nonsectarian, free, compulsory elementary education, all bywords of a
modern education.
Finally, while Gladstone and the Liberal party were in power, an elementary-
education act known as the Forster Act was passed in 1870. The country was divided
into school districts under the jurisdiction of local school boards. The voluntary school
societies were given a year to establish schools in any districts where they were needed.
If this was not done, the school boards were authorized to establish public board
schools and to provide teachers to be supported partly by taxation and partly by fees
from those parents who could afford to pay. They were to be free only for those who
could not pay tuition. The local boards were also authorized to make attendance
compulsory from the ages of six to thirteen if they wished. The religious question was
solved by requiring the instruction in the board schools to be nonsectarian if the local
board wished to allow any religious instruction at all, while the voluntary schools
could give religious instruction, provided that children were not compelled to receive
such instruction if their parents did not wish it.
All in all, elementary education was now established in Britain as a social right of
all children rather than a gift of charity, but the goal of universal, free, secular
education as visualized by the modernist reformers for more than a hundred years was
still far from realization. Britain now had in effect a dual system of schools. This
disjointed national system consisted of elementary schools for the working classes and
secondary schools for the middle and upper classes. This disjunctive system of
education reinforced the class fabric of English society for another century, very
possibly slowing down the modernization process itself. While it was modern in its
extension of formal education to the working classes, it did not deliberately seek the
social mobility characteristic of an integrative type of modern education. While it was
generally libertarian rather than authoritarian, the admission to secondary and higher
education was rigidly selective rather than comprehensive. Tradition continued to
wield a heavy hand on the educational institutions beyond the primary school.
During the eighteenth century English secondary education was ruled by the
endowed grammar schools in which the Latin grammarians held the fort against
mounting criticism by the middle class. The traditionalists insisted that Latin grammar
was the only means of achieving the truly disciplined mind of the liberally educated
person. The Church of England often sided with the grammarians, invoking the

